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Curating Collective Collections — PALMPrint:  
An International Collaboration to Preserve American 
Legal Materials in Print
by Margaret K. Maes  (Executive Director, Legal Information Preservation Alliance)  <mkmaes@gmail.com>
and Tracy L. Thompson  (Executive Director, New England Law Library Consortium) <tracy.thompson@nellco.org>
Column Editor:  Bob Kieft  (Retired, Occidental College, 688 Holly Ave., Unit 4, St. Paul, MN  55104)  <rhkrdgzin@gmail.com>
Column Editor’s Note:  In this column, 
I am pleased to welcome Margie Maes 
and Tracy Thompson to the pages of ATG 
with a progress report on PALMPrint, a 
collaborative archiving project of the Legal 
Information Preservation Alliance (LIPA), 
the NELLCO Law Library Consortium 
(NELLCO), and 65 member libraries. 
Like some collaborative journal projects, 
PALMPrint is building a central archive of 
publications that are widely distributed in 
print, are fundamental to library collections, 
take up their fair share of shelf space, and are 
predominantly used these days in electronic 
form.  Members contribute holdings to the 
archive so that those libraries that wish to 
may deaccession their copies in favor of 
access to the preserved print archive; more-
over, members support the maintenance of 
the archive by paying an annual fee through 
an administrative host and iterating their 
development of the archive in stages that 
expand content and service provision.  Unlike 
most other shared print agreements, however, 
PALMPrint is discipline-specific.  It there-
fore shares a strategic space for physically 
concentrating or collaboratively digitizing 
and centrally serving discipline-specific 
groups of materials with such other initia-
tives as Ceres, CRL and partners’ program 
for agricultural materials, CRL and Law 
Library Microform Consortium’s initiative 
for legal materials, and ASERLS’s program 
for preserving holdings of U.S. government 
agency publications in Centers of Excellence 
among libraries in the Southeast.  In tandem 
with many others for creating centralized or 
distributed archives for different bodies of 
print materials, these disciplinary programs 
contribute to a vibrant and ever-developing 
landscape for collaborative management of 
collections, a landscape which reconfigures 
elements of twentieth-century efforts for 
cooperative acquisition and preservation 
of specialized groups of materials — think 
PL480 or Farmington,  Center for Research 
Libraries or FDLP — with newer, broadly 
focused programs for general collection of 
journals and circulating monographs. — BK 
The story of PALMPrint began more than 
five years ago when the executive directors 
of two organizations set out to examine the 
transition in law libraries from a primarily print 
information environment to a heavily digital 
one, and to explore collaborative solutions 
bibliographic challenges2 but were viewed 
as more fundamental to the rule of law and 
therefore more in need of attention.
In fall 2011, we established an advisory 
committee to help us determine the feasibil-
ity and desirability of a joint pilot project to 
establish a shared print collection of primary, 
U.S. legal materials.  Among the early ques-
tions the committee addressed were what the 
collection would contain, who would provide 
the materials, where it would be stored, and 
who would pay for it.  From 
those discussions the committee 
created a collection develop-
ment plan3 that outlined the 
primary legal materials to 
be included in the repository 
collection.  Because there is 
general agreement on what 
constitutes a core collection 
in a U.S. academic law li-
brary,4 we were able to use 
two unique bibliographic 
tools5 to estimate the size 
of our pilot collection at 
around 100-120,000 items. 
The committee suggest-
ed that a small number of 
geographically proximate 
libraries be invited to donate 
these core materials from their collections to 
the repository.  Limiting the donor pool was 
the most cost-effective way to acquire the 
original corpus.  The advisory committee also 
designed a funding model under which LIPA 
and NELLCO would underwrite a significant 
portion of the project’s initial cost, and partici-
pating libraries would provide the balance of the 
funding as subscribing members.  The cost per 
library would depend upon the number of par-
ticipating libraries.  We presented this general 
proposal to our respective boards and received 
their enthusiastic approval to move forward.
In spring 2012 we drafted and issued an 
RFP to several storage facilities in the North-
east that we identified as possible candidates 
for housing our repository collection.  Our geo-
graphic focus was determined by the likelihood 
of our donating libraries’ being located in the 
Northeast and by our idea that, if successful, 
the project could be replicated in another part 
of the country.  The RFP elicited three good 
proposals, and the advisory committee spent 
several weeks comparing the proposals and de-
veloping follow-up questions for each vendor. 
We ultimately eliminated one of the proposals 
for the preservation of and access to existing 
print materials.
Preserving America’s Legal Materials 
in Print (PALMPrint) is an exciting print 
repository devoted to a legacy collection of 
U.S. federal and state primary legal materials. 
Developed by the Legal Information Pres-
ervation Alliance (LIPA) and the NELLCO 
Law Library Consortium (NELLCO), this 
project has just completed the second year of 
a three-year pilot intended to prove the con-
cept of a shared, discipline-specific 
collection, jointly owned by the 
sponsoring organizations and the 
participating libraries.
We began talking about 
the idea of a shared print 
collection at a time when 
the print repository move-
ment was gaining traction.1 
We recognized that with 
ubiquitous electronic ac-
cess to nearly all primary 
legal material and a great 
deal of secondary material, 
our member libraries were 
struggling to justify main-
taining redundant print 
collections but were leery 
of discarding them without 
a strategic preservation plan in place.  The con-
cern doesn’t stem from a lack of commitment 
to a fully digital environment.  Law libraries 
embrace that potential.  However, many also 
see part of their role as stewards of the written 
record for those to come.  There remains a 
sense that, at least for now, the printed record 
should be retained for the just-in-case need.
Over the years our members had been 
involved in a variety of ad hoc efforts and ini-
tiatives for distributed print retention and pres-
ervation, but those models lacked permanence 
and reliability.  One important goal of our pilot 
was to provide a solution that was sufficiently 
permanent to allow participating libraries to 
make different local decisions about their own 
library space and collections in reliance on the 
existence of the shared collection.  
In May of 2011, we invited some of the 
experts in the field to come together for a 
two-day Summit on Print Repositories at the 
Center for Research Libraries in Chicago. 
This summit was an important step in the de-
velopment of our thinking about a shared print 
collection, because it convinced us to change 
our initial collection focus from law journals 
to primary legal materials, which present more 
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that we did not think was a good match for our 
project, and we set up site visits with the other two 
storage facilities so that we could see the physical 
plants, meet staff, and address workflow and other 
logistical considerations.  In September 2012 we 
made a final recommendation to the advisory com-
mittee and selected the high-density storage facility 
of William B. Meyer, Inc., located in Windsor, CT.
During fall 2012 and spring 2013 we busily en-
gaged in marketing the proposal to our constituent 
groups as a low-cost opportunity to rely on access 
to important print materials.  We determined that 
for purposes of the pilot, subscribing libraries had 
to belong to one or both of our organizations.  We 
named the project PALMPrint, designed a logo, 
sent mailings to library directors, held a series of 
Webinars to describe the project in more detail, and 
drafted a Memorandum of Understanding that com-
mitted subscribers to the full three years of the pilot 
project.  The advisory committee made follow-up 
phone calls to LIPA and NELLCO members to 
recruit participation and answer questions.  We 
needed 50 libraries to commit to the pilot in order 
to achieve our funding model, and in May 2013 we 
were able to launch the project with 65 subscribers. 
At this level of participation, the final cost per 
library was less than $1,500 per year.
The advisory committee identified four institu-
tions (Cornell Law School, Quinnipiac Univer-
sity School of Law, University of Pennsylvania 
Law School, and Vermont Law School) that were 
willing to donate significant portions of their print 
collections to the repository, with the understanding 
that ownership of the materials would be transferred 
to the participating libraries.  The PALMPrint 
collection is jointly owned under a legal theory of 
personal property ownership called joint tenancy. 
Each library, including the donor library, is a full 
owner of the entire collection.  As such, each 
library can access and use the collection at will. 
The subscription fees and the funds that LIPA and 
NELLCO contributed to PALMPrint were used 
to pay the costs of moving and storing the materials 
for the duration of the pilot. 
During the first year of the pilot (2013-14) we 
moved or shipped nearly 60,000 volumes to the 
Meyer facility, where staff began the process of in-
gesting the materials and building a simple interface 
to allow for discovery and retrieval of items.  While 
the expectation is that these are extremely low-use 
materials due to their electronic availability, all 
materials in the collection are available to any of the 
more than 60 participating libraries.  Materials can 
be scanned and delivered (if appropriate), shipped 
via common carrier, or used onsite in a reading room 
at the facility.  Circulation is currently a mediated 
process rather than patron-initiated.  Participants 
make local decisions about how the materials will 
be discovered by their users.  However, during 
2014-15 we continue to work with Meyer on 
refining the interface, making it both more robust 
and more user-friendly. 
In fall 2014 we held a meeting for PALMPrint 
subscribers, where we addressed the need to 
identify gaps in the collection to date, including 
major sets or titles that we had not acquired as 
well as individual volumes missing from sets in 




1.  The early history of the project is well 
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5.  Hein Checklist of Statutes and 
Pimsleur’s Checklists of Basic American 
Legal Publications.
about the future of the project beyond the 
pilot phase.  The participating libraries want 
PALMPrint to continue and expand, so we 
recently appointed a Futures Committee to 
help chart the course for the transition from 
a pilot project to a permanent repository. 
Although we still have work to do, partic-
ularly in the area of access and delivery of 
materials, it seems clear that the first two 
years of the pilot project have demonstrated 
the proof of concept and the viability of 
the model.
How is PALMPrint different from other 
print repository projects?  While print re-
positories and shared print collections have 
proliferated in the last decade, several things 
distinguish PALMPrint:
• It is a shared collection, jointly 
owned by the two sponsoring 
organizations and the participating 
libraries. 
• It is focused on a single discipline, 
which is not unique but is unusual.  
PALMPrint is and always will be 
about print legal materials. 
• The collection is centralized in a 
remote storage facility that does 
not belong to any of the partici-
pating institutions. 
• The project’s goals are both pres-
ervation and access.  While not 
a dark archive, this legacy print 
collection is widely replicated in 
digital form, so we expect low use 
and minimal physical impact to 
the materials.
LIPA and NELLCO are thrilled to 
support this project and hope it will serve 
as a model for a collaborative solution to 
print retention of legal material, allowing 
libraries to make different decisions about 
library space at the local level.  In this way, 
libraries can continue to be responsive to the 
changing needs of their users, secure in the 
knowledge that primary print materials are 
within reach and under the stewardship of 
the collaborative.  
